
The de ci sion by the Clin ton
ad mini stra tion in 1995 to mod -
ify the con ven tional arms
trans fer pol icy and per mit the
sale of ad vanced mili tary tech -
nolo gies to Latin Amer ica has
sparked a heated de bate within
po liti cal, aca demic, in dus trial,

and mili tary cir cles. One of the most con tro ver -
sial as pects of this new pol icy deals with the sale 

of ad vanced fight ers to Latin Amer ica. This ar -
ti cle pos its that this was the right de ci sion at
the right time for the right rea sons. The West -
ern Hemi sphere of 1998 is con sid era bly dif fer -
ent from the land scape of the 1970s and 1980s.
Mili tary re gimes, the Cen tral Ameri can con -
flicts, arms races, and the bi po lar com pe ti tion 
be tween the su per pow ers were com mon place
through out the re gion. To day, the hemi sphere
is char ac ter ized by demo cratic re gimes, de -
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clin ing de fense budg ets, eco nomic in te gra -
tion, and re duced in ter state ten sion, with
Cuba serv ing as the only re minder of a dis -
cred ited po liti cal ex peri ment.

Our re search ad dresses the main ar gu ments
against Presi dent Bill Clin ton’s de ci sion to sell
fighter air craft and out lines the weak nesses of
those ar gu ments. For the most part, the dis cus -
sion fo cuses on the im pact of the new pol icy on
seven coun tries: Ar gen tina, Bra zil, Chile, Co -
lom bia, Ec ua dor, Peru, and Vene zuela. These
coun tries have the larg est air forces and are the
most likely can di dates for the pur chase of fight -
ers. Since 1995 the Chil ean air force has ex -
pressed the de sire to mod ern ize its fighter
air craft. In 1996, Chile re quested tech ni cal
speci fi ca tions from the United States for the
F/A-18 and F-16 fight ers. At the same time, Chile
sought simi lar data from France for the Mi rage
2000-5 and from Swe den for the JAS- 39
Gripen.1 By March 1997, the Clin ton ad mini -
stra tion agreed to al low US manu fac tur ers to
pro vide clas si fied tech ni cal data on the F-16 and
F/A-18 and en tered into ne go tia tions for the
pos si ble sale of the air craft.2 On 1 August, Presi -
dent Clin ton ended the 20- year- old ban and re -
versed the Car ter ad min istra tion’s 1977
Presi den tial Di rec tive 13 (PD- 13), which had
blocked the sale of ad vanced mili tary tech nol -
ogy in Latin Amer ica. In those 20 years, the US
lim ited its air craft sales in the re gion to lower-
 technology fight ers such as the A-4 Sky hawk,
the North rop F-5 in sev eral vari ants, and the
A-37 Drag on fly. The only ex cep tion to this pol -
icy was the 1982 sale of F- 16s to Vene zuela by
the Rea gan ad mini stra tion. Un for tu nately, the
self- imposed US em bargo did not limit, nor in -
flu ence, the en try of ad vanced fight ers into the
re gion. Over the two dec ades, the French sold
over two hun dred fight ers in South Amer ica.
Other aircraft- producing na tions fol lowed suit.
The Is raelis, Brit ish, and So vi ets also sold their
fight ers in all the ma jor coun tries, un daunted
by US ef forts to limit the sales.

The crit ics of ex pand ing fighter sales to
Latin Amer ica fo cus on some im por tant ar eas. 
Pri mar ily, they stress the pos si bil ity of a re -
newed arms race in Latin Amer ica and the
nega tive so cio eco nomic im pact of ex panded

arms sales to these frag ile de moc ra cies. Oth ers 
em pha size the fact that these na tions do not
need ad vanced fight ers for their se cu rity. On
the other hand, ad vo cates of the sales stress
the eco nomic bene fits to the United States and 
to our defense- related in dus trial base. Ad di -
tion ally, they pro pose that these sales will
yield se cu rity bene fits and cre ate closer ties
with our re gional al lies. Fur ther more, with
the ex cep tion of Cuba, all coun tries in the
hemi sphere are cur rently un der demo cratic
rule and, as such, en joy the le giti macy to de -
ter mine the kind of mili tary force struc ture
they should have to pro vide for their de fense.

This ar ti cle pro poses that the United States
sell, on a case- by- case ba sis, ad vanced fighter
air craft to se lect coun tries. It should do so to
en hance in teroper abil ity, pro mote military-
 to- military con tacts in the re gion, and to help
the re gional air forces mod ern ize their in ven -
to ries with USAF- compatible equip ment.
These sales should con form to the prin ci ples
set forth in the 1995 Wil liams burg Hemi -
spheric De fense Min is te rial Con fer ence,
which stressed trans par ency, ac count abil ity,
and mu tual co op era tion. This ar ti cle does not
pro pose the open ing of an “arms ba zaar,” but
rather in creas ing US en gage ment in the re -
struc tur ing and mod erni za tion of the Latin
Ameri can air forces.

If the pri mary pur pose of the uni lat eral em -
bargo on the part of the United States is to
main tain fighter air craft out of the re gion, it
cer tainly has not ac com plished the de sired re -
sults. Our Euro pean al lies and other na tions
have been more than will ing to pro vide the
air craft to the Latin Ameri can air forces while
US manu fac tur ers stand on the side lines. A
sen ior ex ecu tive for the Is raeli Air craft In dus -
try re cently high lighted this point: “Ameri can 
com pa nies have been kept out of the mar ket
for some time . . . . There was a void there that
we have filled suc cess fully.” 3 The United
States should en gage and pro mote re spon si ble 
sales in or der to in crease our par tici pa tion in
the re gion and pro mote in teroper abil ity with -
out sac ri fic ing demo cratic rule and hemi -
spheric peace and se cu rity.
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Historical Background
The his tori cal rec ord of arms trans fers and

sales to Latin Amer ica, and the as so ci ated leg -
is la tion, can be best viewed as a se ries of peaks
and val leys. In many cases, the pol icy has been 
a di rect re flec tion of the US presi dent and his
views to wards the re gion or the cur rent in ter -
na tional situa tion. The For eign As sis tance Act
of 1961 served as the cor ner stone for weap ons
trans fers dur ing the early stages of the cold
war.4 Rooted in the Tru man Doc trine of con -
tain ment, this act pro vided the le gal means
for the United States to sell or trans fer weap -
ons to for eign gov ern ments that sup ported
our na tional se cu rity ob jec tives. By 1969, the
Nixon Doc trine, which emerged from the
quag mire of the Viet nam War, pro posed the
idea that the United States would use arms
trans fers as a means to con tain So viet in flu -
ence. Arm ing friendly na tions would al low
them to de fend them selves with out hav ing to
risk Ameri can lives. The con se quences of the
Nixon Doc trine have en dured as a point of
heated de bate. Wil liam Har tung ar gues that
these trans fers con trib uted to the rise of
authori tar ian gov ern ments and that many of
the weap ons sold by the United States were
used to re press the ci vil ian popu lace.5 The
1976 Arms Ex port Con trol Act, pro posed by
Sen. Hu bert H. Hum phrey (D- Minn.), be gan
to limit the presi den tial abil ity to trans fer
weap ons to other na tions by giv ing the Con -
gress veto power over sales and ex tend ing the
no ti fi ca tion pe riod to 30 days. Against the
wishes of the Ford ad mini stra tion, sev eral
coun tries re ceived even tighter re stric tions
based on their hu man rights rec ords. This was
the case with Chile in 1976 un der Pub lic Law
94- 329. This leg is la tion, com monly re ferred
to as the Ken nedy Amend ment, pro hib ited se -
cu rity as sis tance, mili tary train ing, and arms
sales to Gen Augusto Pi no chet’s re pres sive
mili tary re gime in Chile.6

In 1977, Presi dent Jimmy Car ter is sued PD-
 13 with the in tent of re vers ing the Nixon Doc -
trine. Presi dent Car ter re quired that arms
trans fers be di rectly linked to fur ther ing US
se cu rity in ter ests and tied them very closely to 

the hu man rights rec ords of the re cipi ent gov -
ern ments.7 Among its many limi ta tions, PD-
 13 placed lim its on the dol lar amounts of the
sales, pro hib ited the United States from in tro -
duc ing weap ons to a re gion more so phis ti -
cated than those al ready pres ent, and lim ited
US pro duc tion of weap ons that were de vel -
oped ex clu sively for ex port. Crit ics of PD- 13
ar gue that “among the many fail ures of U.S.
Latin Ameri can pol icy un der the Car ter Ad -
min istra tion, none has been more com plete
than the fail ure of the arms trans fer pol icy.”8

The Car ter presi dency was in con sis tent with
its ap pli ca tion of PD- 13, and it had great op po -
si tion even from within the ranks of his ad -
mini stra tion. While Presi dent Car ter
re stricted air craft sales to Latin Amer ica, he
pro posed one of the larg est air craft sales deals
to Is rael, Saudi Ara bia, and Egypt in the spring 
of 1978, pro vid ing a clear ex am ple of the in -
con sis ten cies of his arms poli cies.9

Presi dent Ron ald Rea gan saw weap ons
trans fers con sid era bly dif fer ent than his
prede ces sor, fram ing them as “an es sen tial
ele ment of our global pol icy” and sub se -
quently re vers ing many of the limi ta tions im -
posed by PD- 13.10 The Rea gan ad mini stra tion
sought to re arm the United States and its al lies
and to sup port an ti com mu nist in sur gen cies
through out the world. Dur ing his first term in
of fice, Presi dent Rea gan tri pled weap ons sales
to Cen tral and South Amer ica, in clud ing arms
trans fers to re pres sive re gimes such as those in 
Gua te mala, El Sal va dor, and Ar gen tina. 11 The
Rea gan ad mini stra tion ap proved the sale of
F-16 fight ers to Vene zuela in 1982 to coun ter
the Cu ban ac qui si tion of Soviet- built MiG- 23
fighter/bomb ers.12 The F-16 deal with Vene -
zuela, nearly 17 years ago, was the last sale of a
US- built ad vanced fighter to the re gion. The
lion’s share of the arms trans fers to Latin
Amer ica dur ing the re main der of the Rea gan
years was di rected to wards Cen tral Amer ica to
coun ter the left ist in sur gen cies in El Sal va dor
and its neigh bors.

Presi dent George W. Bush con tin ued with
the rela tively open trans fer of weap ons but
did not sell any of the newer gen era tion
fighter air craft. With the end of the Cen tral
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Ameri can con flicts and the on go ing ter mi na -
tion of the cold war, the Bush ad mini stra tion
shifted most of its fo cus in Latin Amer ica to
the war on drugs. Ad di tion ally, most of the
gov ern ments in the re gion re turned to ci vil -
ian con trol and im ple mented dras tic re duc -
tions in the size of their armed forces.
Ar gen tina is per haps the clear est ex am ple of
this re ver sal in mili tary spend ing and in flu -
ence. Be tween 1983 and 1993, the Ar gen tine
mili tary was re duced from 175,000 men in
uni form to 65,000.13 For the most part, the
Latin Ameri can air forces did not ac quire any
new air craft in the early 1990s. Their fighter
air craft con tin ued to age, and spare parts be -
came more dif fi cult to pur chase. The suc cess
of US weap ons dur ing the Gulf War and the
ag ing fleets of most Latin Ameri can air forces
reig nited the de bate on the sale of ad vanced
air craft to the re gion.

Presi den tial can di date Bill Clin ton pro -
posed to curb the sales of US weap onry, but af -
ter his elec tion and be ing faced with the
dis ap pear ance of count less defense- related
jobs, Clin ton’s ap proach quickly changed. In
1996, 79 mem bers of the US House of Rep re -
sen ta tives sent Presi dent Clin ton a let ter sug -
gest ing that the ban on fighter air craft was no
longer ap pro pri ate un der pre vail ing con di -
tions.14 These ideas have en joyed bi par ti san
sup port, to in clude sena tors Bob Gra ham (D-
 Fla.) and Rich ard Lugar (R- Ind.), who be lieve
that these sales would ac tu ally be good for the
re gion by claim ing that “other na tions are
more than will ing to ped dle their mili tary
wares in the Ameri cas, so lift ing the mora to -
rium—and sub ject ing pro posed arms sales to
the strict checks of the state de part ment will
in crease our in flu ence over who buys arms in
Latin Amer ica.”15

These pro pos als and other eco nomic pres -
sures prompted Presi dent Clin ton to draft the
presi dent’s con ven tional arms trans fer pol icy
em bod ied in Presi den tial De ci sion Di rec tive
34 (PDD- 34). Un der PDD- 34, con ven tional
arms trans fers are viewed to be a le giti mate in -
stru ment of US for eign pol icy when they en -
able the United States to aid al lies and friends
to de ter ag gres sion, pro mote re gional sta bil -

ity, and in crease the in teroper abil ity of US and 
al lied mili tary forces.16 Ad di tion ally, PDD- 34
stresses that sup port ing a strong, sus tain able
US de fense in dus trial base is a key US na tional
se cu rity con cern, and not purely an is sue of
com mer cial con cern. There fore, PDD- 34
raises the value of sig nifi cant do mes tic eco -
nomic con sid era tions in the arms trans fer
decision- making pro cess to a higher level
than in pre vi ous leg is la tion.17 But this re ver sal 
of pol icy, al though ap plauded by US weap ons
manu fac tur ers, is pres ently a se ri ous is sue for
de bate.

The Critics: Arguments against Lifting the Ban

The cast of crit ics con demn ing Presi dent
Clin ton’s de ci sion to lift the ban is long and
dis tin guished. Op po nents in clude No bel
peace lau re ate and former Costa Ri can presi -
dent Os car Arias and sev eral US leg is la tors,
spe cifi cally, Sen. Jo seph Bi den (D- Del.), Sen.
Chris to pher Dodd (D- Conn.), and Con gress -
woman Nita Lowey (D-N.Y). The crit ics have
ar gued that the costs of sell ing high- tech arms 
to the re gion far out weigh any eco nomic or
po liti cal gain to US in ter ests. Spe cifi cally, the
op po nents ar gue that arms sales could un der -
mine the Clin ton ad min istra tion’s ef forts to
pro mote eco nomic sta bil ity and de vel op -
ment, strengthen demo cratic po liti cal in sti tu -
tions in Latin Amer ica, and en sure hemi -
spheric peace and se cu rity.18

They ar gue that the sale of high- tech weap -
ons sys tems, par ticu larly com bat air craft, can -
not ad dress the “new” se cu rity threats fac ing
the re gion, such as ram pant drug- trafficking,
grow ing eco nomic ine qual ity, so cial dis lo ca -
tion, un re solved bor der dis putes, and nag ging 
guer rilla move ments.19 In fact, as former presi -
dents Jimmy Car ter and Os car Arias have re -
cently stated, open ing an “arms ba zaar” to
in ter ested Latin Ameri can buy ers will only ex -
ac er bate or re verse the prog ress achieved in
the last 15 years in the area of de moc ra ti za -
tion, mac roeconomic sta bil ity, and hemi -
spheric co op era tion and se cu rity.2 0 In an
ef fort to re store the mora to rium via hemi -
spheric con sen sus, Car ter and Arias have re -
ceived the sup port of 27 heads of state. The
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group pro poses a two- year mora to rium on the 
ac qui si tion of ad vanced mili tary equip ment.
Their rec om men da tion calls for a “cooling-
 off” pe riod to give the re gion time to study
and ad dress re gional se cu rity threats and the
so cial, po liti cal, and eco nomic im pact of an
arms race in the re gion.21

The prin ci pal eco nomic ar gu ment against
arms sales is that an in crease in mili tary ex -
pen di tures will di vert scarce re sources away
from much- needed so cial and eco nomic pro -
grams such as edu ca tion, health care, and
job- creation ini tia tives. In a pe riod of re -
strained state spend ing and mac roeconomic
sta bil ity, the pur chase of mili tary equip ment
fur ther re duces re sources avail able for so cial
in vest ment. Ac cord ing to the World Bank,
these coun tries need to be in vest ing their lim -
ited re sources in pro duc tion for lo cal and ex -
port mar kets as well as in physi cal
in fra struc ture and so cial serv ices such as edu -
ca tion and health care. Latin Amer ica needs
to spend up to $1 bil lion (US dol lars) per week 
to main tain and up grade crum bling or non ex -
ist ent com mu ni ca tion, wa ter, and trans por ta -
tion sys tems.22

Moreo ver, the crit ics ar gue, the shift ing of
re sources to mili tary pur chases will fur ther
com pli cate the re gion’s grow ing so cial prob -
lems. Pov erty and in come ine quali ties have
in creased as a re sult of struc tural ad just ment
and aus ter ity poli cies im ple mented by Latin
Ameri can gov ern ments over the past 10 years.
The pov erty level re mains at about 35 per cent
for the re gion, and an nual per cap ita growth
be tween 1990 and 1995 in creased by only 1.3
per cent.23 Other so cial in di ca tors such as in -
fant mor tal ity, ac cess to edu ca tion, and sani -
ta tion serv ices have also shown only lim ited
im prove ment. Pov erty is only in creas ing in
ab so lute terms, but the in come gap is grow ing 
at a faster pace. Ac cord ing to the Inter-
 American De vel op ment Bank, the top 10 per -
cent of the popu la tion in creased its share of
the na tion’s in come from 58 per cent in 1985
to 66 per cent in 1995.24 This level of pov erty
and in come ine qual ity will dele giti mize
demo cratic in sti tu tions, mak ing them vul -
ner able to vio lence and other post- cold- war

threats. As former Co lom bian presi dent Erne -
sto Sam per, an ar dent critic of US pol icy,
stated re cently, “Di vert ing so cial spend ing to -
ward other ends can con trib ute to the de-
 legitimization of our demo cratic sys tem,
mak ing them more vul ner able to threats such
as ter ror ism and drug traf fick ing.”25 In short,
stag nant eco nomic growth and high un em -
ploy ment cou pled with de clin ing so cial serv -
ices will pro duce the very con di tions the
United States is seek ing to avoid: in sti tu tional
break down and re gional in se cu rity. Funds
spent pur chas ing ex pen sive weap ons de prive
other sec tors of the econ omy of criti cal re -
sources needed to com bat grow ing pov erty.
From a po liti cal and eco nomic per spec tive,
these coun tries sim ply can not af ford these
pur chases.

An other ar gu ment against lift ing the ban is
its im pact on de moc racy and ci vil ian con trol
of the armed forces. Crit ics pose that fur ther
re duc tions in so cial spend ing will un der mine
con fi dence in demo cratic pro cesses and in sti -
tu tions as pov erty lev els in crease. Moreo ver,
the sale of weap ons will have the nega tive ef -
fect of strength en ing the one in sti tu tion that
has al ways threat ened demo cratic rule in
Latin Amer ica—the armed forces. At a time
when de moc racy and its in sti tu tions are still
weak and in tran si tion, the sale of arms sends
an am bigu ous sig nal, given the situa tion of
con tin ued un cer tain or lim ited ci vil ian con -
trol in some coun tries such as Chile, Hon du -
ras, and Peru. The level of con soli da tion of
criti cal in sti tu tions such as leg is la tures,
courts, and po liti cal par ties re mains du bi ous.
As a re sult, the mecha nisms that can en sure ci -
vil ian con trol are still in ges ta tion and thus
vul ner able to mili tary pre roga tives and in ter -
fer ence.2 6

Sev eral of the Latin Ameri can armed forces
re tain con sid er able in sti tu tional auton omy,
spe cifi cally in the ar eas of the budget and in -
ter nal se cu rity. Moreo ver, coup at tempts in
Vene zuela and Para guay and the con tin ued
role of “guard ian” pro vided by con sti tu tions
to the mili tar ies sug gest that ci vil ian con trol is 
far from con soli dated de spite sig nifi cant
strides in demo cratic rule in the last 13 years.27
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In short, the in sti tu tional and le gal frame -
works con tinue the threat of prae to ri an ism in
Latin Amer ica. The crit ics of US pol icy main -
tain that “pro fes sion ali za tion” and mod erni -
za tion of Latin Ameri can weap ons sys tems
can have a simi lar re sult to that of the 1960s
when pro fes sion ali za tion led to mili tary in -
ter ven tion in the con text of so cio eco nomic
dis tress. In short, sell ing high- tech weap ons
sys tems to Latin Amer ica of fers no sig nifi cant
ad van tage to sup port ing or con soli dat ing
frag ile de moc ra cies or ci vil ian con trol.

Fi nally, the op po nents of US pol icy ar gue
that arms sales threaten hemi spheric peace
and se cu rity be cause of the po ten tial for an
arms race among coun tries with un re solved
bor der dis putes. As the con flict be tween Ec ua -
dor and Peru dem on strates, his tori cal ani -
mosi ties or bor der con flicts can be eas ily
reig nited. Arms sales to only a few coun tries
are enough to start an arms race that can lead
to the de sta bi li za tion of the re gion, par ticu -
larly if sales such as com bat air craft give na -
tions a clear stra te gic ad van tage over their
neigh bors. Chile’s pro cure ment of high- tech
weap ons can be in ter preted by Ar gen tina, Bo -
livia, and/or Peru as a Chil ean ef fort to ob tain
a stra te gic ad van tage. This may in duce them to 
en ter the arms mar ket at a time they can ill af -
ford to do so. Moreo ver, these weap ons sys -
tems are com pletely in ade quate to deal with
the new, non tra di tional se cu rity threats fac -
ing the hemi sphere in the post- cold- war pe -
riod. Latin Amer ica has achieved an
un prece dented level of re gional peace and co -
op era tion that can be eas ily un der mined by
an arms race started by any gov ern ment’s de -
ci sion to mod ern ize its mili tary hard ware. Co -
op era tive se cu rity ar range ments and other
mecha nisms, such as de fense trans par ency
and confidence- building meas ures, are still in
their early stages, and any at tempt to “mod -
ern ize” weap ons sys tems will ob vi ously un -
der mine these pro cesses.

All of these fac tors are in ter twined. The di -
ver sion of re sources will lead to a loss of con fi -
dence in de moc racy and even tu ally to its
col lapse. Con se quently, more pow er ful mili -
tary in sti tu tions or, if de moc racy dis ap pears,

authori tar ian re gimes and their new weap ons
sys tem will surely cre ate an un sta ble re gional
en vi ron ment con du cive to the re sur gence of
in ter state con flict. Ac cord ing to the crit ics, the 
lift ing of the mora to rium is not in the long-
 term in ter ests of the United States. Though
lift ing the ban may bring short- term boosts in
weap ons ex ports, in the long term it will un -
der mine for eign pol icy ob jec tives by shift ing
in vest ment capi tal away from do mes tic de vel -
op ment and into mili tary spend ing. This will
re sult in lost ex port op por tu ni ties for non -
mili tary in dus tries and a loss of export- related
jobs. Moreo ver, re gional con flict as a re sult of
an arms race will have a di rect and nega tive
im pact on US na tional se cu rity. In short, ex -
cept for de fense con trac tors in the United
States, the lift ing of the ban will have very few
win ners and many los ers. In the end, Os car
Arias, the prin ci pal critic of Presi dent Clin -
ton’s pol icy, con cludes that

although democracies exist throughout Latin
America, one would be naive to believe they are
strong. Introducing high-tech weapons to the
region bodes a future of violent eruptions,
regional instability [and] a growing arms race.
Existing border skirmishes will be intensified;
fragile civilian control over traditionally strong
militaries will be weakened; national resources
will be diverted to satisfy professional soldiers’
egos. How can a continent progress into the
twenty-first century when governments are
busy building arsenals and not schools? How
can people continue their struggle for peace
when more money is spent on modernizing
fighter planes than on hospitals?28

With out a doubt, the ar gu ments made by
the crit ics of ex pand ing mili tary sales ex press
le giti mate con cerns about the wel fare and sta -
bil ity of the re gion. Their claims ap pear
stronger in light of the cur rent so cio eco nomic 
con di tions, the in ter ven tion ist rec ord of the
armed forces, and the frag ile na ture of the
demo cratic re gimes. With these fac tors in
mind, what pos si ble ad van tages, other than in -
creased prof its and mar kets for the US arms in -
dus try, could there be for re open ing the door
for the sale of fighter air craft?
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Flaws in the Critics’ Arguments

Be fore ad dress ing the crit ics’ ar gu ments, it is
im por tant to em pha size one key point—the
ban has not worked! But even if the United
States con tin ues its ban on the sales, there
will be an other state will ing to step in to fill
the need. It is ironic that lead ers in a na tion
that built its econ omy on the laws of sup ply
and de mand fail to un der stand that as long as
the de mand ex ists for fighter air craft in the re -
gion, a sup plier will emerge. With the end of
the cold war, new ac tors such as Be la rus have
emerged on the in ter na tional arms mar ket
sell ing sec ond hand mili tary tech nol ogy. Be -
la rus sold sur plus MiG- 29s and a com ple ment 
of air- to- air mis siles to Peru in 1995.29 De -
tailed analy sis of the five criti cisms against
lift ing the ban will high light the weak nesses
of their pro pos als.

The strong est ar gu ment posed by the crit -
ics is based on eco nom ics. With out a doubt,
the re gion would be bet ter served by fo cus ing
its lim ited fi nan cial re sources on so cial and
eco nomic pro grams in stead of mili tary
spend ing. But there is ab so lutely no in di ca -
tion that if the United States re fuses to sell
fight ers that the money will be spent on so cial
pro grams. The zero- sum na ture of the ar gu -
ment can not be proved, par ticu larly if the
gov ern ment had de cided to ear mark those
funds for de fense. It is na ive to be lieve that the 
United States can in flu ence how a sov er eign
state will spend its re sources. In re al ity, we
lose lev er age by re mov ing our selves from the
ta ble. This fact was high lighted by He lio doro
Gon zalez in a study of the US arms trans fer
pol icy in Latin Amer ica: The “so called ‘co -
mme rcial prag ma tism’ on the part of such
coun tries as France made U.S. ef forts to slow
the flow of so phis ti cated equip ment to Latin
Amer ica quite hope less.” 30 The United States
can link these sales to eco nomic and se cu rity
ini tia tives and en sure that the pur chases carry 
some limi ta tions and are tech no logi cally fea -
si ble for the pur chas ing state. Re search on
Latin Ameri can mo ti va tions for the im por ta -
tion of arms has pointed out that the avail abil -
ity of do mes tic eco nomic re sources is the
pri mary po liti cal con sid era tion.31 If the ci vil -

ian gov ern ment has made the budg et ary de ci -
sion, ei ther be cause of mili tary pres sure or
na tional se cu rity, to di vert the fund ing to pur -
chas ing air craft, the “swords to plow shares”
ar gu ment is moot.

The sec ond criti cism of the air craft sales
sim ply ar gues that these air forces just do not
need this type of equip ment based on their
threats and mis sions. Be fore ad dress ing the
ques tion of need, there is a dis turb ing di men -
sion to this ar gu ment that needs to be brought 
to bear. Ex actly who de ter mines what those
coun tries’ needs are? It is not the role of the
United States or that of former presi dents
Arias and Car ter to de ter mine, or stipu late, the 
de fense needs of an other coun try. Does the US 
Air Force truly need the B-2 bomber in an age
when it does not face a true peer com peti tor?
Would the US presi dent re spect, or fol low, an
ex ter nally im posed mora to rium on air craft
pur chases or de vel op ment be cause some for -
eign lead ers be lieve they are not nec es sary for
our na tional de fense? But this dou ble stan -
dard can be ex plained away by the re al ist ar gu -
ment of in ter na tional re la tions: “The strong
do what they can, and the weak do as they
must.” With out a doubt, this line of rea son ing 
is a vio la tion of the sov er eignty of these
demo crati cally elected gov ern ments, and a
slap in the face re gard ing their abil ity to de ter -
mine their na tions’ de fense pol icy. Es sen -
tially, we are tell ing them that they must
de mili ta rize, while we con tinue to main tain
our mili tary ca pa bili ties.

Moreo ver, this line of rea son ing ig nores the 
cur rent re al ity that many Latin Ameri can
states are at tempt ing to in te grate them selves
into the in ter na tional com mu nity. Sev eral
have sig nifi cantly in creased their par tici pa -
tion in UN- sponsored peacekeep ing mis sions. 
They have con trib uted troops to re gional
peace ini tia tives such as the mili tary ob server
mis sion be tween Ec ua dor and Peru
(MOMEP). Ar gen tina par tici pated in the Gulf
War and sup ported the US po si tion dur ing the
Hai tian cri sis.32 The first air craft to fly into
Bagh dad af ter the cease- fire was an Ar gen tine
air force Boe ing 707; the Chile ans op er ated
heli cop ters in Ku wait af ter the Gulf War; and
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the Uru guay ans used their newly ac quired C-
 130 trans ports to sup port their peacekeep ing
troops in Cam bo dia. It is not in con ceiv able
for these armed forces to in cor po rate them -
selves into more com plex mis sions such as the 
UN- sponsored no- fly zones cur rently in place
in Iraq and the former Yugo sla via. In or der to
do so, they would re quire mod ern fighter air -
craft along with the doc trine and train ing to
per mit smooth in cor po ra tion. The Ar gen tine
mili tary has sought in volve ment in mis sions
that re quire a higher de gree of mili tary ex per -
tise or the op por tu nity to par tici pate with
more ad vanced mili tary forces in or der to
gain train ing and pres tige for its troops.33 Ad -
di tion ally, Ar gen tina has re cently been
named a ma jor non- NATO ally, which should
in crease its will ing ness to par tici pate in mul -
ti na tional op era tions and per haps even of fer
the pos si bil ity of pro vid ing re sources to the
NATO mis sion in Croa tia. Ex clud ing these
armed forces from such op era tions sends a
nega tive sig nal to these emerg ing de moc ra -
cies that they are just not good enough to par -
tici pate in the in ter na tional arena.
Ad di tion ally, it con demns the more ad vanced
coun tries to the stead ily ex pand ing role of
global po lice men, which is a drain on their na -
tional re sources and mili tary.

The third line of rea son ing as sumes that
the sale of fighter air craft, or other ad vanced
mili tary sys tems for that mat ter, weak ens
demo cratic gov ern ments. Re al is ti cally, one
could ar gue just the con trary by stat ing that
pro hib it ing the sales to these gov ern ments
weak ens their pres tige in the eyes of the na -
tion al is tic sec tors of their so ci ety and armed
forces. Crit ics of the United States ar gue that
it is our goal to dis arm their na tions in or der
to en hance our he gemonic po si tion in the
hemi sphere.

In the international arena, the richer countries
attempt to implement their “new world order,”
a philosophy which divides nations into two
groups: “primary or secondary”; where the
latter are condemned to permanent
underdevelopment, with the aim of preventing
them from ever becoming competitors on the
international economic stage. . . . The basic rule
for said project is to impose a subservient

attitude on the “secondary” countries in order
for them to resign themselves to the
humiliating state of permanent social,
economic, political,  and military
underdevelopment. . . . It is obvious then that
the armed forces of these countries are one of
the primary targets of their strategy.34

The com ments cited above were made by a
com mander in the Bra zil ian air force in 1993,
and they mir ror the be liefs of a grow ing sec tor
of the Latin Ameri can mili tary and po liti cal
es tab lish ment. Many lead ers in the re gion be -
lieve that their coun tries are kept in a state of
un der de vel op ment by the de vel oped world.
On a grander scale, they frame the ar gu ment
in a North- South axis, with the de vel oped na -
tions main tain ing a “tech no logi cal apart -
heid” over de vel op ing states. Es sen tially, we
deny them the tech nol ogy so that we can sub -
or di nate them to our will. Ad di tion ally, they
use this very rea son ing to pro pose that the de -
nial of mili tary tech nol ogy also weak ens their
se cu rity vis- á- vis their neigh bors. This rea son -
ing can lead to the de vel op ment or ex pan sion
of do mes tic weap ons pro duc tion, which will
prove to be more costly than the out right pur -
chase and will cause an even greater bur den on 
their so ci ety. Latin Ameri can na tions, across
the board, have re duced or dis man tled their
do mes tic weap ons pro duc tion ca pa bili ties.
These re duc tions have gen er ated pres sure
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Source: Stock holm In ter na tional Peace Re search In sti tute (SI -
PRI), SI PRI Year book, 1997: Ar ma ments, Dis ar ma ment and In -
ter na tional Se cu rity (New York: Ox ford Uni ver sity Press, 1997).

Figure 1. South American Arms Imports
versus Exports



from sec tors of the armed forces and la bor un -
ions. Be tween 1980–1987, the US Arms Con -
trol and Dis ar ma ment Agency ranked Bra zil as 
one of the 10 lead ing arms ex port ers to the
Third World, but to day many of the fac to ries
that pro duced weap ons are idle or closed.35

Fig ure 1 il lus trates the de cline in both arms
ex ports and im ports in South Amer ica in re -
cent years.

Ad di tion ally, this line of think ing places
the ci vil ian gov ern ments in a pe cu liar situa -
tion by ques tion ing their con trol over the
armed forces. With out a doubt, the de gree of
auton omy of the armed forces var ies from
state to state based on their with drawal from
power, the le giti macy of the ci vil ian gov ern -
ment, and count less other fac tors. In Chile,
the mili tary has re tained a great deal of its
pre roga tives, while in Ar gen tina the mili tary
has lit tle in flu ence or pres tige.36 What ever the 
case, it is im pera tive for these gov ern ments to
be able to for mu late, or con trib ute to, the de -
vel op ment of de fense pol icy, and to not ap -
pear that they are merely pup pets of the
United States.

Ac tu ally, some re gional ex perts have pro -
posed that lib er al iz ing the arms trans fer pol -
icy may help im prove civil- military re la tions.
Patrice Franko, an ex pert on the Bra zil ian de -
fense es tab lish ment, stated in a re cent in ter -
view that eas ing the pol icy “will show the
mili tar ies that there is a re ward for the sort of
poli cies they have been pur su ing in greater ci -
vil ian con trol and re duced re gional ten -
sions.”37 De moc racy has be come the norm in
the re gion, and these demo cratic re gimes have 
em braced most of the neo liberal eco nomic re -
forms which have been re quired of them, but
we ref use to rec og nize their right to uni lat er -
ally de ter mine their de fense needs. Es sen -
tially, we are tell ing them that we know what
is good for them and that they are not ma ture
enough to de ter mine their own pol icy. This
ar gu ment ap pears to many Latin Ameri cans
as con de scend ing at best and eth no cen tric at
worst.

The fourth ar gu ment against the sales is
based on the no tion that it will de sta bi lize the
re gion by in tro duc ing new tech nol ogy and

weap ons, there fore trig ger ing an arms race.
His tory of fers evi dence that US em bar goes
can prove to be coun ter pro duc tive. A clear ex -
am ple of this oc curred in the late 1970s dur ing
the Car ter ad mini stra tion, when the United
States re fused to sell air craft and tanks to Peru. 
The Pe ru vian gov ern ment turned to the So viet 
Un ion and pur chased Su- 22 fight ers and a sig -
nifi cant number of main bat tle tanks, ar til -
lery, and heli cop ters. The sale alarmed
Ec ua dor, Pe ru’s neigh bor, which in turn re -
quested that the United States sell them air -
craft to cor rect the im bal ance. The United
States, in ac cor dance with Car ter ad mini stra -
tion poli cies, re fused the sale and ini ti ated a
chain of events that proved the fu til ity of the
US po si tion. Af ter be ing re fused by the United 
States, Ec ua dor at tempted to pur chase 24 Kfir
fight ers from Is rael for $152 mil lion (US dol -
lars). The United States blocked the sale be -
cause the Kfir uses the Gen eral Elec tric J-79
en gine and Is rael must re ceive US ap proval
prior to any trans fer to a third party. Fi nally,
Ec ua dor turned to France and ne go ti ated the
pur chase of 24 Mi rage F-1s for $260 mil lion
(US dol lars).38 The at tempt on the part of the
Car ter ad mini stra tion to limit the en try of
fight ers into the trou bled re gion re sulted in
fail ure at sev eral lev els. The air craft were pur -
chased with out us ing US sources and at a
greater cost than ini tially an tici pated. Fur -
ther more, it forced the Ec ua dori ans to buy the
Mi rage F-1, an air craft con sid era bly more so -
phis ti cated than they were origi nally at tempt -
ing to pur chase. Ironi cally, years later the
Pe ru vi ans would pur chase the Mi rage 2000 to
coun ter the threat posed by the Ec ua dor ian
F-1s. Re gret ta bly, his tory would re peat it self
in 1995 af ter the most re cent con flict be tween
Peru and Ec ua dor. Fol low ing the con flict, the
Pe ru vian air force pur chased the MiG- 29 Ful -
crum from Be la rus to re place losses in curred
in bat tle. Ad di tion ally, the Pe ru vi ans ac quired
over one hun dred AA- 10 and AA-8 air- to- air
mis siles for the MiG- 29 as part of the pur -
chase. The Ec ua dori ans, on the other hand,
turned to Is rael and ac quired four Kfir C-7s
from the Is raeli Air Force.39
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The un will ing ness of the United States to
en ter the air craft mar ket in Latin Amer ica has
not lim ited or pre vented the en try of such
tech nol ogy or di min ished the pos si bil ity of
an arms race. Over the last few years, the Chil -
ean air force has con tin ued its ac qui si tion of
air craft, in clud ing the pur chase of 25 Bel gian
air force Mi rage Vs to re place its ag ing Hawker
Hunt ers. Ad di tion ally, the Chile ans are ne go -
ti at ing the pur chase of ad di tional early warn -
ing (EW) air craft to aug ment its sin gle Con dor 
(Israeli- built, Boe ing 707 vari ant, EW plat -
form). This ex pan sion would give the Chil-
 eans a sig nifi cant ad van tage in EW, in tel li -
gence gath er ing, and bat tle man age ment, sig -
nifi cantly re duc ing their need for ad di tional
fight ers.40 Fur ther more, Chile has made it
very clear that the United States is not the only 
con tender for their up com ing pur chase of
per haps as many as 60 fight ers.41 Dur ing the
1998 Ferie In ter na cional del Aire y del Es pa cio
(FI DAE), a ma jor aero nau ti cal air show in
Chile, the French and Swedes ag gres sively
mar keted their com pet ing air craft in an at -
tempt to close that lu cra tive deal. In a re cent
in ter view with a Chil ean news pa per, An ders
Bjorck, Swe den’s former de fense min is ter,
stressed that Chile was un doubt edly the high -
est pri or ity in Latin Amer ica for his coun try
and that, un like the United States, Swe den
does not at tach re stric tions on its arms sales.4 2

Per haps the strong est ar gu ment against the
pos si bil ity of an arms race is the his tori cal rec-
 

ord. Latin Amer ica is not a re gion known for
in ter state con flict. In re cent years, most ar eas
of po ten tial con flict, such as the Hie los Con ti -
nen ta les di vid ing line be tween Ar gen tina and
Chile, will have been re solved. In ad di tion,
Latin Amer ica has tra di tion ally spent less on de -
fense as a per cent age of the gross do mes tic
prod uct (GDP) than in other re gions of the
world and had fewer in ter state con flicts than

most re gions of the world (fig. 2).
Even dur ing the years of the mili tary gov -

ern ments, their ex pen di tures were com para -
tively lower. Analy sis of de fense spend ing on a 
country- by- country ba sis dem on strates
virtu ally no dif fer ence in the out come. For
the most part, Latin Ameri can coun tries main -
tain their mili tary ex pen di tures be low 2 per -
cent, show ing a de cline over the last 10 years
(fig. 3).

Fur ther more, re gional lead ers have been
meet ing in an at tempt to stan dard ize the cal -
cu la tions of de fense ex pen di tures for even
greater trans par ency. In July 1998, dur ing the
fifth meet ing of the Argentine- Chilean Per -
ma nent Com mit tee on Se cu rity, lead ers from
both coun tries agreed to abide by the de fense
ex pen di ture guide lines pro posed by the UN
Eco nomic Com mis sion on Latin Amer ica
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Source: In ter na tional In sti tute for Stra te gic
Stud ies (INSS), The Mili tary Bal ance, 1996/98
(Lon don: INSS, 1998).

Figure 2. Regional Defense Spending as a
Percentage of Gross Domestic Product

Source: Stock holm In ter na tional Peace Re -
search In sti tute (SI PRI), SI PRI Year book,
1997: Ar ma ments, Dis ar ma ment and In ter -
na tional Se cu rity (New York: Ox ford Uni -
ver sity Press, 1997).

Figure 3. Defense Spending by Country as
a Percentage of Gross Domestic Product

aIn for ma tion for 1985 un avail able.
bIn for ma tion for 1996 un avail able.

aIn for ma tion for 1985 un avail able.



(ECLA).43 This sig nifi cant mile stone is con sis -
tent with the spirit of the Wil liams burg and
Bari loche min is te rial con fer ences.

In their fifth and fi nal ar gu ment, the crit ics 
ac cuse the Clin ton ad mini stra tion of buck ling 
to the pres sures of the US aero nau ti cal in dus -
try and other arms manu fac tur ers in their ef -
forts to pro mote their goods in the re gion.
For mer presi dent of Costa Rica Os car Arias,
one of the pro po nents of this criti cism, re -
cently stated:

The engine of the arms trade is no longer fueled
by East-West politics. It is now driven by
economic motives alone, by greed. Arms
merchants aggressively seek new clients,
especially in the developing world. And while
the governments of these developing countries
buy billions of dollars a year in arms, their
people remain subject to the chilling reality of
poverty.4 4

Be yond any eco nomic bene fit that arms
sales may ac crue to US de fense com pa nies, the 
lift ing of the ban can have a di rect and posi -
tive im pact on US in ter ests. In other words, a
more in ter est ing ques tion is not so much
what a change in pol icy might ac com plish for
de fense com pa nies and their em ploy ees but
for broader US goals in Latin Amer ica. The ar -
gu ment can be made that sales are needed to
main tain the de fense in dus trial base and pro -
vide jobs for US work ers. Moreo ver, pro hi bi -
tions jeop ard ize com peti tive ness of US
com pa nies in the global mar ket that is fur ther
ex ac er bated by budget cut backs that re duce
fund ing for re search and de vel op ment pro -
grams.45 How ever, this ar gu ment is nar row
and could be in ter preted as too self- serving by 
crit ics of arms sales. A broader and more fo -
cused ar gu ment in fa vor of how arms sales
pro tect and en hance US in ter ests in the re gion 
is more per sua sive. In re al ity, we be lieve that
the un will ing ness on the part of the United
States to sell fight ers may hin der the sale of
other air craft or tech nolo gies, such as the T-6
Texan 2 trainer, which would fur ther di min -
ish our pres ence in- theater. Ray theon, the
manu fac turer of the T-6, be lieves that there
will be a mar ket for three hun dred to four

hun dred train ers in Latin Amer ica in the near
fu ture and hopes to cap ture a por tion of this
mar ket.4 6 The T-6 would com pete against
foreign- built train ers such as the Bra zil ian Su -
per Tu cano and the Swiss- built Pi la tus PC-9.
The in abil ity of US manu fac tur ers to sell
train ers in the re gion would cre ate an even
wider chasm be tween the US Air Force and our 
re gional al lies who have tra di tion ally de -
pended on our train ing manu als, in struc tor
ex changes, and pro gram syl labi for their pi lot- 
train ing pro grams.

The Latin Ameri can fighter air craft mar -
ket is too small to make a sig nifi cant im pact
on the US aero space in dus try. In all like li -
hood, sev eral coun tries would be buy ing ex -
cess mili tary air craft, such as older mod els
of the F-16. Many of these fight ers have been
re tired from the in ven to ries of the US Air
Force, the Air Na tional Guard, or the Air
Force Re serve. The dras tic down siz ing of the
US armed forces, par ticu larly since the Gulf
War, has forced many of these air craft to face 
early re tire ment in the Ari zona des ert. The
sale of these air craft could cre ate some “off -
set agree ments” re quir ing that some as sem -
bly or main te nance func tions of the fight ers
be ac com plished in the pur chas ing coun try.
These “off sets” re duce even fur ther the eco -
nomic bene fits of such a sale. This has been
the case with the A- 4AR Fight ing hawk pro -
gram in Ar gen tina. About two- thirds of the
A- 4ARs will be as sem bled in the Lockheed-
 Martin plant in Cor doba, Ar gen tina, di min -
ish ing the eco nomic bene fits and job op por -
tu ni ties in the United States. 47

It is im pera tive for the United States to re -
main en gaged in the re gion, and to do so it
must be will ing to ad dress the se cu rity needs
and con cerns of its neigh bors. These needs in -
clude the ac qui si tion of fighter air craft to
mod ern ize their ag ing fleets. If we are un will -
ing do so, other ac tors will step in to fill the
void, and our in flu ence will con tinue to de -
cline. A re view of our in ter ests in the re gion is
criti cal in or der to un der stand the grow ing
im por tance of US mili tary par tici pa tion in
Latin Amer ica.
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Arms Sales: US Interests, Security Cooperation,
and Socioeconomic Development

Arms sales pro vide the means to build and
sus tain military- to- military con tacts at a time
in which the United States has lost sig nifi cant
in flu ence and lev er age with Latin Ameri can
mili tar ies. Sam uel Fitch has noted that US
mili tary in flu ence has de clined sig nifi cantly
since be fore the end of the cold war, much of
it as a re sult of dra matic drops in mili tary aid
and arms trans fers.48 The con tinu ing de cline
in US al lo ca tions for in ter na tional mili tary
edu ca tion and train ing (IMET) fund ing for
Latin Amer ica (ta ble 1) is fur ther evi dence in
this loss of in flu ence and di min ished en gage -
ment. The more in tense the de fense re la tion -
ship, the greater the abil ity of Wash ing ton to
in flu ence the re gion’s armed forces to re spect 
hu man rights and demo cratic in sti tu tions

and pro mote pro fes sion al ism. The over all
in ter est is to en gage in military- to- military
con tacts to en hance se cu rity, build eco nomic
sta bil ity, and pro mote de moc racy.

Ul ti mately, mili tary sales will re sult in
more ex changes, joint ex er cises, and greater
mu tual un der stand ing. In other words, trans -
fers al low for more en gage ment and the es tab -
lish ment of new and broader chan nels of
com mu ni ca tion be tween mili tar ies and gov -
ern ments. Pro fes sor Fitch notes that such en -
gage ment has lim ited im pact on chang ing
val ues and be liefs of Latin Ameri can of fi cers.
It does, how ever, pro vide an im por tant ad -
junct to US poli cies in fa vor of de moc ra ti za -
tion or drug con trol be cause it pro vides
“tan gi ble and in tan gi ble goods that will be
lost if the re cipi ents act in ways coun ter to U.S. 
poli cies.”49
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Ta ble 1

IMET Ex pen di tures in the Re gion
(In Thou sands of Dol lars)

COUN TRY

1996 Ac tual 1997 Ac tual 1998 Es ti mate 1999 Re quest

To tal
Al lo ca tion

Stu dents
Trained

To tal
Al lo ca tion

Stu dents
Trained

To tal
Al lo ca tion

Stu dents
Trained

To tal
Al lo ca tion

Stu dents
Trained

Ar gen tina $542 186 $603 179 $600 178 $600 178

Bra zil $200 38 $222 42 $225 42 $225 42

Chile $366 187 $395 167 $450 190 $450 190

Co lom bia $147 30 $0 0 $900 100 $800 89

Ec ua dor $500 135 $425 118 $500 138 $500 139

Peru $400 75 $483 133 $450 124 $450 124

Vene -
zuela

$430 114 $388 100 $400 103 $400 103

Source: Adam Isaac son and Jay Ol son, Just the Facts: A Civili an’s Guide to U.S. De fense and Se cu rity As sis tance to Latin Amer ica and
the Car ib bean (Wash ing ton, D.C.: LA TAM Work ing Group, 1998).



In fact, arms trans fers can also in crease US
in flu ence in other non mili tary or se cu rity is -
sues. One re cent study dem on strated that US
arms trans fers are an im por tant com po nent
of an over all pack age of car rots and sticks that
en hances US lev er age over re cipi ent coun -
tries.50 Con sis tent with the the ory of func -
tion al ism which states that power and
in flu ence are fun gi ble, mili tary sales and se -
cu rity co op era tion can eas ily trans late into
in flu ence in other po liti cal and eco nomic is -
sues. Arms trans fers on a case- by- case ba sis of -
fer the op por tu nity to re place lost he gem ony
by re in stat ing the ex er cise of what Jo seph Nye
has called “hard power lev er age”; that is, re -
stor ing the ca pac ity to pres sure other coun -
tries to con form to its poli cies by re in stat ing
the le- vers of in flu ence (e.g., weap ons sys -
tems) that can be used later by threat en ing to
with draw or sanc tion if cer tain ex pec ta tions
are not met.51 In short, arms sales will in crease
the level of con tact, lev er age, and po liti cal ca -
ma ra de rie, which can be used to ex er cise in -
flu ence on a range of is sues, spe cifi cally those
re lated to de moc racy and hemi spheric peace
and se cu rity.

In re cent years, fewer num bers of Latin
Ameri can fighter pi lots have re ceived flight
train ing in the United States, while grow ing
num bers have done so in France and Is rael.
Within the last 10 years, the US Air Force has
de ac ti vated the A-37 train ing pro gram at How -
ard AFB, Pan ama, and the F-5 train ing squad -
ron at Wil liams AFB, Ari zona. Hun dreds of
Latin Ameri can fighter pi lots passed through
these schools and were ex posed to US Air
Force doc trine and pi lots. With the ex cep tion
of the avia tion lead er ship pro gram in T- 37s
and a lim ited number of slots in A/T-38 train -
ing, few Latin Ameri cans have the op por tu -
nity to re ceive train ing in the United States.
Fighter pi lots con tinue to be a large por tion of 
the cur rent and fu ture lead er ship in the Latin
Ameri can air forces and it is im pera tive for the 
US Air Force to main tain close ties with these
of fi cers.

For mer de fense sec re tary Wil liam Perry
noted that the sale of US air craft is in deed
more sta bi liz ing than de sta bi liz ing be cause it

comes with US train ing, military- to- military
con tact or dia logues with our demo crati cally
con trolled armed forces, and con trol by the US 
over spare parts.52 It pro vides some de gree of
lev er age over how US equip ment is em ployed.
Po ten tial mis use of weap ons can be mini -
mized by de pend ence on US sup pli ers, train -
ing, spare parts, and other sup port. The de gree 
to which the United States moves to the po si -
tion of prin ci pal sup plier for en tire groups of
coun tries, the more it can de ter mine the rela -
tive bal ance of weap onry in the re gion. If the
United States pro vides the same equip ment to
neigh bor ing coun tries, it is in a po si tion to
pro mote confidence- building meas ures
through joint ma neu vers with the US Air
Force and Navy, since doc trine tends to fol low
equip ment.53

The in teroper abil ity of weap ons sys tems
among coun tries in the hemi sphere is an im -
por tant com po nent of the kind of se cu rity co -
op era tion that can be achieved through
con tin ued joint ma neu vers and ef fi cient
inter- American op era tions and peacekeep ing
mis sions. In teroper abil ity is a criti cal means
of in ter act ing co op era tively with other na -
tions in the re gion. With the ex cep tion of
Vene zue la’s F- 16s, there are no Latin Ameri -
can air forces op er at ing fight ers cur rently
found in the USAF in ven tory (ta ble 2). Ad di -
tion ally, most fight ers in the re gion are more
than 20 years old and of ten lack sources for
spares. This is par ticu larly the case with US-
 built fight ers. Even the newly re fur bished A-4
Sky hawk pur chased by Ar gen tina, Bra zil, and
Bo livia are old air frames with up graded avi -
on ics and, in the case of Ar gen tina, ra dars. It is
safe to as sume that the serv ice life of these
A-4s will not be as long as that of an F-16. The
lat ter is op er ated by many air forces and is
sched uled to re main in the USAF in ven tory for 
many years to come. Com mon equip ment fa -
cili tates in teroper abil ity for com bined op era -
tions for dis as ter re lief, peacekeep ing, and the
fight against drug traf fick ing. Much like doc -
trine fol lows equip ment, in teroper abil ity also 
con trib utes to the de vel op ment of shared doc -
trine, ne go ti ated pro ce dures, rou tine ex er -
cises, and com pati ble com mand and con trol.
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Once again, in teroper abil ity in these ar -
eas not only en hances co op era tion but also
Wash ing ton’s abil ity to in flu ence Latin
Amer ica in other ar eas of na tional in ter est
to the United States. As Bra zil ian scholar and 
pol icy maker Tho maz Gue des da Costa aptly 
as serts:

The Soviet threat no longer exists, but if, for
example, the United States wants more than the 
symbolic participation of Latin American
countries in international collective
peacekeeping or peacemaking initiatives, an
effort must be made to build common military
operational capabilities in order to permit
efficiency in field operations. The lack of
common technological, weapons, and tactical

standards may frustrate the formation of an
international force for joint operations.5 4

Arms trans fers also place the United States
in a unique and more in flu en tial po si tion to
strengthen hemi spheric se cu rity co op era tion
and con fi dence and security- building mea-
 sures (CSBM). Es tab lish ing an arms ba zaar
rather than mak ing de ci sions on a case- by-
 case ba sis does not con trib ute to hemi spheric
peace and se cu rity. It lim its the abil ity of the
United States to main tain links and ex er cise
in flu ence in the es tab lish ment of a co op era -
tive se cu rity sys tem. Mili tary sales must be
cou pled with trans par ency in de fense plan -
ning, ac qui si tions and budg ets, joint ex er -
cises, pe ri odic high- level ci vil ian and mili tary
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Ta ble 2

Fighter Air craft in Ma jor LA TAM Air Forces

Air craft Ori gin
Date of

Manu fac turer Air Force and Quan tity

AMX A-1 BR/IT 1989 BR (28)

A-4 Sky hawk US 1972 AR (48) some a/c on or der

A-37 Drag on fly US 1967 CH (35), CO (26), EC (10), PE (16)

F-5 Ti ger US 1972 BR (56), CH (16), VE (18)

F- 16A Fal con US 1978 VE (24)

Jag uar UK 1972 EC (11)

Mi rage III FR 1965 AR (15), BR (18)

Mi rage V FR 1970 AR (5), CH (29), CO (13), PE (11), VE (?)

Mi rage F-1 FR 1976 EC (14)

Mi rage 50 FR 1980 CH (15), VE (17)

Mi rage 2000 FR 1982 PE (10)

Kfir C-2/7 IS 1975 AR (22), EC (9), VE (12)

Su- 20/22 USSR 1970 PE (20+)

Su- 25 Frog foot USSR 1970 PE (14)

MiG- 21 USSR 1958 CU (150)

MiG- 23 Flog ger USSR 1971 CU (38)

MiG- 29 USSR 1982 CU (34), PE (18)

Source: Lt Col Luis F. Fuen tes, “Air Forces of the Ameri cas,” Air power Jour nal In ter na tional, 5 May 1998, avail able from http://www.air -
power.max well.af.mil/al ma nac/eng lish/engin dex.html.



meet ings, and other CSBMs that will con trib -
ute to build ing trust, con fi dence, and mu tual
un der stand ing among the mili tar ies of the re -
gion. The co op era tive se cu rity ar chi tec ture
de vel oped by the first de fense min is te rial
meet ing (July 1995) in Wil liams burg, Vir -
ginia, pro vides the frame work to safe guard
peace and se cu rity in the re gion, thus avert ing 
the po ten tial for an arms race and con flict
that may re sult from arms sales to the re gion.
In other words, given bet ter in for ma tion
about a neigh bor’s weap ons pur chases and
de fense plans and ca pa bili ties, coun tries in
the re gion should be able to more con fi dently
evalu ate their own se cu rity needs and thus
avoid un nec es sary arms pur chases.

The Wil liams burg meet ing es tab lished a
set of prin ci ples that have be come the cor ner -
stone of a new se cu rity ar range ment in the
hemi sphere. First, the reso lu tion of out stand -
ing dis putes by ne go ti ated set tle ment and
wide spread adop tion of confidence- building
meas ures, in a time frame con sis tent with the
pace of hemi spheric eco nomic in te gra tion.
Sec ond, in crease the trans par ency in de fense
mat ters through ex changes of in for ma tion by
re port ing on de fense ex pen di tures and
greater civilian- military dia logue. Fi nally,
pro mote greater de fense co op era tion in sup -
port of vol un tary UN- sanctioned peacekeep -
ing op era tions.55 The es tab lish ment of the
In ter- Ameri can Cen ter for De fense Stud ies at
the Na tional De fense Uni ver sity is not only an 
im por tant ef fort at en hanc ing ci vil ian ex per -
tise in re gional se cu rity and de fense is sues but 
is criti cal to build ing co op era tive pro grams
and re la tion ships among ci vil ian and mili tary 
lead ers of Latin Amer ica.

Fi nally, there is lit tle rea son to be lieve that
US arms sales will lead to a burst of de fense
spend ing and the weak en ing of demo cratic
in sti tu tions, as some crit ics have ar gued.
First, this as sumes that, in an age of eco nomic
neo- liberalism and fis cal aus ter ity, Latin
Ameri can gov ern ments will em bark on a mili -
tary spend ing spree. The de ci sion of the Chil -
ean gov ern ment to sus pend its pur chase of
com bat air craft be cause of budg et ary con -

straints due to the cur rent global fi nan cial cri -
sis dem on strates a level of fis cal re spon si bil ity
that crit ics are not will ing to ac cept. Moreo ver, 
Latin Amer ica spends less than 2 per cent of
gross do mes tic prod uct on de fense. There is
no rea son to be lieve that lift ing the ban will
in evi ta bly lead to an in crease in ir re spon si ble
de fense spend ing. In other words, there is no
zero- sum re la tion ship be tween pur chas ing
weap ons and so cio eco nomic de vel op ment. Fi -
nally, the ar gu ment that de fense spend ing
nega tively af fects eco nomic growth and so cial 
con di tions has been con sis tently dis proved by 
the data.56 In fact, some stud ies have found the 
re la tion ship be tween “guns and growth” to
be posi tive.57 Karl DeR ouen re cently noted
that de fense pro cure ment in Latin Ameri can
demo cratic re gimes has nei ther a posi tive nor
nega tive ef fect on pov erty and so cio eco nomic 
de vel op ment in the re gion.5 8 As noted, arms
sales, if cou pled with trans par ency and a con -
certed ef fort to es tab lish a co op era tive se cu -
rity ar range ment in the hemi sphere via CBMS, 
will not en dan ger the se cu rity and so cio eco -
nomic de vel op ment of the Ameri cas.

Conclusions
The key ele ment in US arms sales pol icy to

Latin Amer ica is to adopt a more re al is tic ap -
proach that al lows arms sales to be a com po -
nent of US in flu ence and lev er age, spe cifi cally 
over the re gion’s armed forces, while at tempt -
ing to main tain or en hance the level of peace
and se cu rity via confidence- building meas -
ures and se cu rity co op era tion ar range ments.
Such ar range ments were de line ated in the de -
fense min is te rial meet ings in Wil liams burg
and Bari loche, Ar gen tina. This ar ti cle has ar -
gued against pro hi bi tion and an arms ba zaar.
Nei ther ex treme al ter na tive of fers a guar an tee 
of peace, se cu rity, and co op era tion in the
hemi sphere. Moreo ver, there is also no evi -
dence that these al ter na tives will nec es sar ily
con trib ute to the strength en ing of demo cratic
in sti tu tions or to the chan nel ing of re sources
to so cio eco nomic de vel op ment. In fact, there
is no evi dence that arms trans fers have a nega -
tive ef fect on de moc ra ti za tion, hemi spheric
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peace and se cu rity, or so cio eco nomic de vel -
op ment in the re gion. The crit ics of arms sales
have only pro vided sup po si tions and no real
evi dence that arms trans fers will have a dele -
te ri ous im pact on de moc racy, se cu rity, and
de vel op ment in the re gion.

Rather than tilt ing civil- military re la tions
in fa vor of the armed forces, as most crit ics
main tain, arms sales can be an ele ment of a
more sta ble re la tion ship that can con trib ute
to de moc ra ti za tion. A well- trained and pro fes -
sional mili tary that is en gaged in joint ex er -
cises and global op era tions, such as
peacekeep ing, will in creas ingly de po li ti cize
the armed forces and strengthen ci vil ian con -
trol. There is no cor re la tion be tween pro vid -
ing the Chile ans with a squad ron of F-16
fighter air craft and the weak en ing of de moc -
racy. The Chil ean armed forces do not need
fighter air craft to un der mine de moc racy.
With re spect to hemi spheric se cu rity and
mili ta ri za tion, arms trans fers will also not
nec es sar ily lead to an arms race or con flict if
it’s within the con text of trans par ency, co op -
era tion, and confidence- building meas ures
such as joint ex er cises and military- to-
 military con tact. The Wil liams burg prin ci ples 
pro vide the hemi spheric se cu rity frame work
or ar chi tec ture nec es sary to make trans fers a
com po nent of peace and se cu rity rather than
mili ta ri za tion and con flict.

Fi nally, the crit ics of arms sales ar gue that
the pur chase of weap ons sys tems will di vert
re sources from much- needed so cial and eco -
nomic pro grams. Once again, there is no hard
evi dence that this is true. In fact, demo cratic
gov ern ments in the re gion have ac tu ally re -
duced de fense spend ing over the last few years 
with no sig nifi cant in crease in so cial spend -
ing. De moc ra cies are con strained by con stitu -
ency pref er ences that they can not ig nore. If,
in fact, there is a zero- sum re la tion ship be -
tween arms pur chases and so cio eco nomic de -
vel op ment, de moc ra cies will al ways opt for
sat is fy ing de mands from their con stitu en cies. 
Wendy Hunter notes in her ra tional choice
analy sis that ci vil ian gov ern ments will al ways
con test and sub se quently erode mili tary in -
flu ence as a re sult of demo cratic prac tice and
the need to sat isfy con stitu ent de mands.59

In sum, arms trans fers can, in fact, be used
as an in stru ment for build ing peace and de -
moc racy in Latin Amer ica rather than be ing a
source of mili ta rism and con flict. How ever,
arms trans fers must be car ried out on a case-
 by- case ba sis and within the con text of a con -
soli dated hemi spheric se cu rity frame work
that will en hance hemi spheric se cu rity and
co op era tion through CSBMs. In the end, arms
trans fers can be come an in te gral ele ment of
broader US pol icy and in ter ests in the re gion:
de moc racy, peace and se cu rity, de vel op ment,
and the res to ra tion or en hance ment of US in -
flu ence and lev er age in Latin Amer ica.
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